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ABSTRACT

The Public Charge Rule seeks to prevent low-income immigrants from becoming lawful
permanent residents if they are likely to use or have used certain public benefits. A public charge
is defined as a person that has become dependent on the government by using cash benefits or
long-term healthcare at the government’s expense.1 Under the Trump administration, the rule
was broadened to include the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) from
February 2020 to March 2021. Despite President Biden overturning the rule once he came into
office, the Public Charge Rule’s chilling effects have persisted, making it increasingly difficult
for immigrants to access food. After conducting interviews throughout and around Chittenden
County, Vermont, I discovered that the chilling effect persisted throughout federal and
community organizations. In speaking with providers, advocates, and advisors, I unearthed many
barriers to access in addition to the Public Charge Rule. The culmination of these obstacles
results in a greater risk of food insecurity for immigrants in Vermont.

“Federal Register, Volume 64 Issue 101 (Wednesday, May 26, 1999),” accessed May 6, 2022,
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-1999-05-26/html/99-13188.htm.
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INTRODUCTION
In February of 2020, the Trump administration expanded the definition of “public
charge”—a person likely to become dependent on government assistance for food and other
necessities.2 Non-citizens deemed a public charge are not allowed to enter the country or apply
for a green card, effectively making harder for immigrants who have used safety net programs to
stay permanently in the US.3 A New York Times opinion piece illustrates the struggles of
Claudia, who had immigrated to the US from Mexico 14 years ago, securing legal but temporary
residency.4 During the winters, Claudia struggled to find work, and her family of five frequently
experienced food shortages as a result. During this time, Claudia relied on her SNAP benefits,
“What could I do? We didn’t have anything else,” she recalled.5 After Claudia’s SNAP benefits
became complicated amid the changing Public Charge Rule and subsequent anti-immigrant
rhetoric, she was forced to forgo her benefits rather than risk her family’s deportation.6 The
Public Charge Rule refuses legal status to those who can’t afford to seek help or obtain food,
forcing immigrants to sacrifice their health and security for a chance at permanent legal status.
The fear and misinformation around this rule have an immense spillover effect, discouraging
other immigrant categories from seeking benefits they are legally entitled to. The harshness of
the Public Charge Rule unearths an ugly truth the United States must contend with: it is built on
the sacrifices and suffering of immigrants who have come to its shores tired, poor, and hungry.

Joey Waldinger, “Hunger Free VT Urges Public Comment on Proposed Rule,” Vermont Community Newspaper
Group, accessed April 7, 2022, https://www.vtcng.com/otherpapersbvt/community/hunger-free-vt-urges-publiccomment-on-proposed-rule/article_a7008821-e18d-5db4-bd06-e7cabb7b6fa6.html.
3
Immigration and Naturalization Service and Department of Justice, “Field Guidance on Deportability and
Inadmissibility on Public Charge Grounds,” March 26, 1999.
4
Sarah Bowen, Sinikka Elliott, and Annie Hardison-Moody, “Opinion | A Heartbreaking Choice for Moms: Food or
a Family’s Future,” The New York Times, August 21, 2019, sec. Opinion,
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/21/opinion/public-charge-rule.html.
5
Bowen, Elliott, and Hardison-Moody.
6
Bowen, Elliott, and Hardison-Moody.
2
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The harshness of the Public Charge Rule is propped up by staggering hypocrisy and
falsehoods in the conventional wisdom surrounding US welfare. A cumulative report by the
Bipartisan Policy Center shows that individual immigrants use public benefits “at lower rates and
at lower portions than native-born Americans.”7 This includes studies that look at sets of benefits
such as Aid to Families with Dependent Children, Social Security Income, General Assistance,
Medicaid, Children's Health Insurance Program, and SNAP. 8 9 10 11 In fact, estimates show that
immigrants are strong net contributors to Social Security and Medicare because many
unauthorized immigrants work “on the books” using false Social Security numbers and therefore
have payroll taxes for these programs withheld.12 Such instances mean that billions of dollars are
paid into those programs by individuals who will never collect those benefits in the future.13
Despite immigrants’ overpayment into the US welfare system, a national study using surveys and
focus groups found that there is a “strong belief that immigrants are taking benefits that should
go to Americans first.”14 This false belief has been the foundation of the Public Charge Rule, a
law that seeks to prevent the naturalization of immigrants that may become a burden on the US

Cristobal Ramón and Tim O’Shea, “Immigrants and Public Benefits: What Does the Research Say?,” 2018,
https://bipartisanpolicy.org/download/?file=/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Immigrants-and-Public-Benefits-WhatDoes-the-Research-Say.pdf.
8
Alex Nowrasteh and Robert Orr, “Immigration and the Welfare State: Immigrant and Native Use Rates and Benefit
Levels for Means-Tested Welfare and Entitlement Programs,” Cato Institute, May 10, 2018,
https://www.cato.org/immigration-research-policy-brief/immigration-welfare-state-immigrant-native-use-ratesbenefit.
9
Leighton Ku and Brian Bruen, “Poor Immigrants Use Public Benefits at a Lower Rate than Poor Native-Born
Citizens,” Cato Institute, March 4, 2013, https://www.cato.org/publications/economic-development-bulletin/poorimmigrants-use-public-benefits-lower-rate-poor.
10
Bill Ong Hing, “Chapter 5. How Much Do Immigrants Cost? The Methodology Wars,” in Chapter 5. How Much
Do Immigrants Cost? The Methodology Wars (New York University Press, 1997), 76–106,
https://doi.org/10.18574/9780814744840-007.
11
Michael Fix and Wendy Zimmerman, “When Should Immigrants Receive Public Benefits?,” In Defense of the
Alien 18 (1995): 75–90, https://www.jstor.org/stable/23140978.
12
Ramón and O’Shea, “Immigrants and Public Benefits: What Does the Research Say?”
13
Patrick Glen, “Health Care and the Illegal Immigrant,” Health Matrix (Cleveland, Ohio: 1991) 23, no. 1 (2013):
197–236.
14
Bipartisan Policy Center, “The New Middle on Immigration,” Immigration Project (Bipartisan Policy Center,
2018), https://bipartisanpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/The-New-Middle-on-Immigration.pdf.
7
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welfare system. In my research I discover that this rule has had a much broader and harmful
effect than stipulated. The Public Charge Rule has acted as a deterrent against all immigrant
categories, forcing eligible individuals to forgo benefits that they qualify for and need. In this
paper I argue that the Trump administration’s Public Charge rule has dissuaded immigrants and
refugees from using a variety of nutritional benefit programs that they are eligible for. Despite
the rule being overturned by the Biden Administration, many other barriers to access persist,
preventing the distribution of food to those who need it most.

A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY
Because of Vermont’s complex makeup of both immigrants, migrants, lawful permanent
residents, asylees, refugees, and non-citizens, it is challenging to find a word that, for the purpose
of this thesis, best represents the group affected by the chilling effect of the Public Charge Rule.
In this thesis, I will be using the term “immigrant” as an umbrella term for the aforementioned
list because, although the Public Charge Rule by law applies to lawful permanent residents, its
effects extend to any foreign-born resident, which I believe the term “immigrant” best portrays.

METHODS
To explore the difficulties immigrants face accessing food in Vermont, I undertook a
qualitative approach, supplementing my interview data with a thorough literature review. My
interviews took place across the state of Vermont with a focus in immigrant-dense areas such as
Chittenden, Franklin, Addison, and Grand Isle counties. To collect data, I interviewed ten service
providers at various food distribution sites and community organizations. Interviews were
conducted in the method preferable to the interviewee and included meetings in person, over the

8

phone, and via Zoom or Microsoft Teams. My interviews took place between October 2021 and
February 2022. I recorded all interviews and transcribed them immediately afterwards using a
transcription program called Otter. Due to the nature of the interviews, I applied for and received
IRB approval under Exemption Category 2 for interviews, surveys, educational tests, or
observation. As per IRB requirements, I obtained verbal consent from all participants before
recording. To protect privacy, all participants have been anonymized and given pseudonyms. My
interviews ranged from 14 to 36 minutes, with most around the 25-minute mark. This data will
be permanently erased once the study has been concluded (June 2022). The organizations I
interviewed include Hunger Free Vermont, Salvation Army Burlington, Champlain Valley
Office of Economic Opportunity, Montgomery Food Shelf, Age Well, Food Not Bombs, The
Vermont Food Bank, the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and
Children (WIC), and 3 Squares, the state-run program for the federal Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP). These organizations are all now exempt from consideration under
the Biden Administration’s 2021 Public Charge Rule. Under the Trump administration’s Public
Charge Rule (in effect from February 2020 to March 2021) usage of SNAP could result in an
immigrant’s designation as a public charge. Federal programs such as WIC and SNAP (SNAP is
called 3 Squares in Vermont) with more onerous applications often dissuade immigrants from
applying. Meanwhile, community based organizations (CBOs) that distribute food are perceived
to be much safer by immigrants.
My research process was guided by literature mapping the effect of the Public Charge
Rule and documenting the difficulties faced by immigrants accessing food. I began my literature
review in August 2021 and continued throughout the entirety of my research process. All
interview transcriptions were uploaded and coded using NVivo.

9

LITERATURE REVIEW
THE PUBLIC CHARGE RULE
A public charge is defined by the Department of Justice as an alien who has become
“primarily dependent on the government for subsistence, as demonstrated by either the receipt of
public cash assistance for income maintenance, or institutionalization for long-term care at
government expense.”15 The Public Charge rule seeks to prevent immigrants from becoming
lawful permanent residents (or “green card” holders) if they have or are likely to use noncash
benefits. Under the Trump administration in 2020, the Public Charge Rule was expanded to
include the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, commonly known as food
stamps or as 3 Squares in Vermont.) Adding SNAP to the rule creates a chilling effect that is
twofold; (1) immigration categories unaffected by the rule (i.e., refugees, asylees, U visas, and T
visas) may believe that they are subject to the rule and thus forgo services and (2) all immigrant
categories may forgo SNAP as well as other nutritional benefits they are eligible for and thus,
not subject to the Public Charge Rule. I am using the term “chilling effect” to mean the inhibition
or discouragement of the exercise of natural rights by threat of legal sanction.16
The Public Charge Rule is not a new immigration concept. In 1882, Congress used the
concept to deny visas to “any convict, lunatic, idiot or any person unable to take care of himself
or herself without becoming a public charge,” and that eloquent language has been a feature of
federal immigration law ever since.17 Prior to 1882, immigration law was practiced at the state

“Federal Register, Volume 64 Issue 101 (Wednesday, May 26, 1999).”
“CHILLING EFFECT IN LAW,” The Lawyers & Jurists, accessed May 6, 2022,
https://www.lawyersnjurists.com/article/chilling-effect-in-law/.
17
“Congress Profiles | US House of Representatives: History, Art & Archives,” accessed May 7, 2022,
https://history.house.gov/Congressional-Overview/Profiles/47th/.
15
16
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and local level, but the federal government soon took a monopoly on immigration policy.18
Nowhere did Congress define the term “public charge” in the original rule, so it was quickly
abused by anti-immigrant administrations to keep out “undesirables” from non-Western
European countries.19 As Hitler rose to power in the 1930’s, State Department leaders directed
immigration officers to use the public charge provision to bar Jewish refugees.20 The rule has
evolved over time to effectively target the scapegoats of each administration, barring gay men,
lesbians, and disabled people from obtaining visas well into the 1990s.21 The original public
charge rule was put into place before the rise of the modern welfare state, so the way that we
now conceptualize the term “public charge” is entirely different from the way that immigration
officials understood it in the 1880s. Trump’s version of the rule targeted SNAP, Medicaid, and
TANF – none of these programs existed when the rule was originally enacted.
The current literature on the Public Charge Rule examines the chilling effect of the rule
on federal programs though surveys, interviews, and focus groups. However, there is a
significant gap in the literature surrounding the effect of the Public Charge Rule on communitybased organizations (CBOs) rather than government programs. Although the Public Charge Rule
applies only to the use of federal benefits such as 3 Squares, the chilling effect is likely to extend
to CBOs as well. Due to recent changes in the rule, additional evidence is required to compare
and understand the effects of these policy changes on both federal programs and CBOs.

Mary Louise Kelly, “The History Of ‘Public Charge’ Requirements In U.S. Immigration Law,” NPR, August 13,
2019, sec. National, https://www.npr.org/2019/08/13/750897658/the-history-of-public-charge-requirements-in-u-simmigration-law.
19
Erik Larson, In the Garden of Beasts: Love, Terror, and an American Family in Hitler’s Berlin (Crown, 2011).
20
Larson.
21
“Trump Administration’s ‘Public Charge’ Provision Has Roots in Colonial US | The World from PRX,” accessed
May 7, 2022, https://theworld.org/stories/2018-12-19/trump-administration-s-public-charge-provision-has-rootscolonial-us.
18
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In a study conducted by the Food Research and Action Center (FRAC), focus groups
with 64 immigrant parents and 41 service providers expressed concern about obstacles accessing
nutrition programs such as SNAP, school meals, WIC, and emergency food. The study
discovered that 75% of immigrant parents screened positive for food insecurity and, similarly,
Bernstein et al. found that 14% of immigrants reported they did not participate in a government
benefit program for fear of risking future citizenship status of someone in their household.22
Non-citizen immigrant parents are eligible to collect benefits on behalf of their citizen children
and these parents reported even larger “chilling effects” of 17.4%. 23
Data from Harper et al. shows a 33% increase in US household food insecurity at the
onset of the pandemic.24 Hispanic workers are more likely to work in “essential industries” such
as food service, construction, and domestic work– many of which have been adversely affected
by COVID-19.25 The financial impacts of the pandemic were disproportionately felt across the
US by Hispanic families with non-citizens than families with full citizenship.26 Almost half the
respondents in one survey reported that their families cut back spending on food and 60 percent

Alexandra Ashbrook and Jackie Vimo, “Food Over Fear: Overcoming Barriers to Connect Latinx Immigrant
Families to Federal Nutrition and Food Programs” (Food Research & Action Center, December 2020),
https://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/NILC_Latinx-Immigrant-Families.pdf; Hamutal Bernstein et al., “One in Seven
Adults in Immigrant Families Reported Avoiding Public Benefit Programs in 2018,” May 20, 2019,
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/one-seven-adults-immigrant-families-reported-avoiding-public-benefitprograms-2018.
23
Ashbrook and Vimo, “Food Over Fear: Overcoming Barriers to Connect Latinx Immigrant Families to Federal
Nutrition and Food Programs.”
24
Kaitlyn Harper et al., “Experiences of Households with New and Persistent Food Insecurity during the First Four
Months of the COVID-19 Pandemic,” 2020, 4.
25
Sharon Touw et al., “Immigrant Essential Workers Likely Avoided Medicaid And SNAP Because Of A Change
To The Public Charge Rule: Immigrant Essential Workers Likely Avoided Medicaid and SNAP Because of a
Change to the Public Charge Rule.,” Health Affairs 40, no. 7 (July 1, 2021): 1090–98,
https://doi.org/10.1377/hlthaff.2021.00059.
26
Dulce Gonzalez et al., “Hispanic Adults in Families with Noncitizens Disproportionately Feel the Economic
Fallout from COVID-19,” May 2020, https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/102170/hispanic-adultsin-families-with-noncitizens-disproportionately-feel-the-economic-fallout-from-covid-19_2.pdf; Rebecca K.
Fielding-Miller, Maria E. Sundaram, and Kimberly Brouwer, “Social Determinants of COVID-19 Mortality at the
County Level,” ed. Nickolas D. Zaller, PLOS ONE 15, no. 10 (October 14, 2020): e0240151,
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0240151; Touw et al., “Immigrant Essential Workers Likely Avoided Medicaid
And SNAP Because Of A Change To The Public Charge Rule.”
22
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worried about having enough to eat.27 Vermont immigrants, specifically migrant dairy workers,
already face higher levels of food insecurity (18%) than the rest of Vermont households (13%).28
While there is little to no data documenting yearly food insecurity for Vermont’s immigrant
population, such effects have only been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic across the US.
Recent survey data in Vermont has shown that 80 percent of New American respondents
reported that they received nutritional assistance through a foodbank or another CBO.29
Throughout my research, I convey the importance of the overlap between the Public Charge
Rule, the COVID-19 pandemic, food insecurity, and public benefit utilization.
This chilling effect is not a novelty of the Public Charge Rule. Studies have shown that
when the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) made
changes in eligibility of immigrants for Medicaid it caused many immigrant families to
mistakenly believe that they no longer qualified for any Medicaid benefits or made them fearful
of applying.30 In her report, Ellwood explains that the new legislation further complicated the
eligibility determination process for immigrants by increasing the steps involved in verifying
immigration and citizenship status.31

Gonzalez et al., “Hispanic Adults in Families with Noncitizens Disproportionately Feel the Economic Fallout
from COVID-19.”
28
Teresa Mares M., Life on the Other Border : Farmworkers and Food Justice in Vermont (Oakland, California:
University of California Press, 2019),
http://ezproxy.uvm.edu/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&AuthType=ip,url&db=nlebk
&AN=2044944&site=ehost-live&scope=site.
29
Pablo S. Bose, Anitra Conover, and Lucas Grigri, “Refugee Communities in Vermont and Food Security in
Response to COVID-19,” 2021, https://www.spatializingmigration.net/wpcontent/uploads/2021/04/Refugee_Communities_and_Food_Security.pdf.
30
Marilyn R. Ellwood, “The Medicaid Eligibility Maze: Coverage Expands, but Enrollment Problems Persist,” Text
(The Urban Institute, December 1, 1999), http://webarchive.urban.org/publications/309273.html.
31
Ellwood.
27
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BARRIERS TO ACCESS
Despite rising food insecurity across the US and within immigrant communities, many
immigrants go without food assistance they qualify for.32 The complexity of benefit applications
at the federal and community level makes it difficult for immigrants to understand eligibility
criteria.33 Many applications require the sharing of personal information, a deterrent for
immigrants with fears of deportation. Programs at the federal level such as WIC and SNAP
require interviews to confirm eligibility. For employed immigrants, time away from work may
be too costly to undertake the arduous application process.34 Many immigrants also face
difficulties surrounding public and private transportation, especially in Vermont’s rural towns
outside of the Burlington metropolitan area. The complexity of changing citizenship laws and the
reversal of the Public Charge Rule have made it increasingly difficult for service providers and
immigration lawyers to provide accurate advice to their clients regarding food assistance. This
lack of consistent, clear, and accessible information forces immigrants to forgo benefits in
attempts to be cautious. The overlap of these difficulties creates a food assistance system that is
inaccessible to Vermont’s immigrant population.

Applications
Lengthy applications for nutritional assistance at federal and local levels have historically
deterred immigrants from applying for and receiving benefits. Historically, SNAP participation

Rachel Leslie, “Covid-19 Food Insecurity Remains High One Year into Pandemic,” The University of Vermont,
2021, https://www.uvm.edu/news/cals/covid-19-food-insecurity-remains-high-one-year-pandemic; Meredith Niles
T. et al., “The Early Food Insecurity Impacts of COVID-19 | MedRxiv,” Nutrients, May 2020,
https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.05.09.20096412v1; Harper et al., “Experiences of Households with
New and Persistent Food Insecurity during the First Four Months of the COVID-19 Pandemic.”
33
Krista M Perreira et al., “Barriers to Immigrants’ Access to Health and Human Services Programs,” May 2012,
19.
34
Perreira et al.
32

14

has been lower for children with non-citizen parents.35 In 2009, during a period of high SNAP
demand due to the recession, 65.5% of citizen families utilized SNAP benefits as compared to
only 44.4% of mixed immigrant families.36 The same study found that many potentially eligible
households are “tripped up” by administrative requirements such as verifying income and
frequent recertification.37 In this study, Skinner concluded that “lack of program information,
stigma, and transactions costs” discouraged SNAP program participation.38 Historically, noncitizen SNAP participation has been below the national participation rate, even though many
non-citizens are now eligible.39
In a 2015 study by Vesely et al., immigrant mothers were interviewed regarding their
usage and access to government programs. Many mothers had not heard of programs such as
SNAP, TANF, WIC, and Head Start, revealing that a gap in outreach and knowledge is more
common among immigrant parents than US-born parents.40 Mothers with citizen children
continued to pay for everything themselves, citing incorrect information and fears that
government assistance was not available to immigrants.41 Even when mothers did possess the
resources, courage, and time to obtain government assistance, many encountered obstacles
during the application process. For example, mothers in the study lacked the necessary proof of
residency, either due to informal leasing contracts or undocumented immigration status. During
focus groups, mothers expressed frustration about the application process, were overwhelmed by

Curtis Skinner, “SNAP Take-up Among Immigrant Families with Children” (Mailman School of Public Health
Columbia University, March 2011), https://www.nccp.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/03/text_1002.pdf.
36
Skinner.
37
Skinner.
38
Skinner.
39
United States Department of Agriculture, “SNAP Non-Citizen Guidance,” June 2011, https://www.nilc.org/wpcontent/uploads/2019/05/Non-Citizen_Guidance_063011.pdf.
40
Colleen K. Vesely et al., “A Better Life? Immigrant Mothers’ Experiences Building Economic Security,” Journal
of Family and Economic Issues 36, no. 4 (December 1, 2015): 514–30, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10834-014-9422-3.
41
Vesely et al.
35
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legal jargon in their secondary language, and were unable to attend the number of required
appointments due to work schedules.42 It should be noted that many government offices,
especially in Chittenden County, offer hours from 9am-5pm on weekdays—a time slot that does
not accommodate the working class. Vesely et al.’s interviewee, a documented mother of three,
said, “I was receiving WIC, but now I am not because I don’t have time to go there… it was too
much.” 43 Some mothers even cited terrible experiences with government officials that deterred
them from applying. Mothers reported that government workers were rude or intolerant to
immigrant applicants.44 Those who did have positive experiences using government programs
cited WIC as an entry point for greater likelihood of future usage.45
Perreira et al. summarized the application barriers for immigrants among many federal
programs. They found that while lengthy applications and intrusive information requests play a
role in deterring all prospective applicants, these barriers are more acute for immigrant families
already reluctant to give out personal information. The complexity of the application only
increases when introducing questions of immigrant eligibility, changing verification, and
requirements differing and changing across programs.46 Constant changes in federal laws led to
frequent updates in eligibility, requiring that administrative staff be familiar with several
different types of immigration documents, thus burdening the applicant and the administration
with increased complexity and no additional support. As a result, administrators and staff had
difficulty keeping their knowledge of eligibility and documentation up to date.47

42

Vesely et al.
Vesely et al.
44
Vesely et al.
45
Vesely et al.
46
Perreira et al., “Barriers to Immigrants’ Access to Health and Human Services Programs.”
47
Perreira et al.
43
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Many applications have moved online during the pandemic. This change may be safer for
some immigrants but is increasingly difficult for those utilizing translator services or with
limited computer literacy skills.48 Applications can be over 20 pages long and are often filled
with technical jargon, making it difficult for even fluent English speakers to navigate. SNAP and
WIC ask seemingly basic questions such as household size and different forms of income
estimation. These questions are difficult to answer for immigrants with large extended
households of mixed citizenship which often shift over time.49 According to the respondents in
the study by Perreira et al., “questions regarding Social Security numbers and household
members’ legal status also discouraged eligible families from applying.”50
Applications often require the submission of supporting documentation, most commonly
proof of income. Immigrants who work nontraditional jobs (i.e., day laborers, farm laborers,
subcontractors) cannot provide proof of income if they are paid cash, receive less than the
minimum wage, or do not receive pay stubs or consistent proof of income. Though employers
can write letters of support indicating income, employers are reluctant to write them, even when
assured that the letters would not be used in legal proceedings.51 Lacking or late documentation
can result in a delayed or rejected eligibility determination.52
Complicated application processes not only place a burden upon the applicant, but also
upon the administrator reviewing it. Perreira et al. noted that public agency administrators found
it difficult to compare physical immigration documents with descriptions of such documents in
their policy manuals. This confusion created a trend in which “supervisors routinely left cases

48

Perreira et al.
Perreira et al.
50
Perreira et al.
51
Perreira et al., “Barriers to Immigrants’ Access to Health and Human Services Programs.”
52
Perreira et al.
49

17

open” while they waited for additional guidance on determining immigrants’ legal status.53 This
confusion occurred even in agencies with acute training and awareness of the complicated nature
of immigration documents, suggesting greater barriers to access in locations with less experience
serving lawfully present immigrants.54
There is very limited research examining how informal applications for food aid may
dissuade immigrants from applying. The immigrant community has reasonable fear and
reluctance to share personal information such as name, address, proof of income, and phone
number. It should be noted that almost every food aid program I interviewed in the Burlington
area required at least one piece of personal information from the prior list. During her interviews
with Hispanic food bank clients, Salinas found that 100% of participants mentioned that they
know people who “do not enroll due to paranoia and fears of giving personal information about
their families.”55 Salinas’ use of the word “paranoia” further exemplifies the misconception
surrounding immigrants’ fear of program usage, as many immigrants face very real fears of
deportation.
A study of one CBO in Maryland has found a way around complex issues of procuring
sensitive documentation.56 Instead of asking for a driver’s license or social security card, the
CBO offers families the option of a membership document which functions to vouch for the
identification of the applicant.57 Such membership documents have become widely recognized
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by local CBOs.58 Yoshikawa et al. found that the ability of membership documents helps
immigrants evade potential barriers—for example, a common proof of identification such as a
lease or utility bill may use a different name, such as the owner or another family member.
Respondents in the study said that they see the organization’s offices as “safe spaces.”59
Challenges surrounding complex identification requirements and an everchanging immigration
system deter immigrants from applying for benefits they may be eligible for, while those who do
possess the information and resources to apply are often denied or delayed benefits due to the
intricate documentation process of many nutritional services.60

Time
In a 2019 study by Jimenez, participants at a local food bank were asked what
administrators could do to improve the program. Most respondents implied that they often could
not attend distribution times (weekdays from 8:00am – 4:00pm). Many participants
recommended that hours should extend until approximately 7:30pm or open briefly on Saturday
so that hours did not conflict with participants’ work schedule.61 One service provider succinctly
stated, “When we’re open, they’re working.”62 It can be increasingly difficult to schedule
application interviews and distribution times when most programs are not open outside of 9am5pm regular business hours. For low-income families the time away from a job poses an
extremely high opportunity cost—even if that time is spent on nutritional assistance. Without
control over transportation, this time off stretches into costly hours. Furthermore, office and
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waiting times, specifically at federal programs are often lengthy and unpredictable. In the four
separate times that I called the 3 Squares benefit hotline and interview application phone
number, the wait was never shorter than 30 minutes. Recertifications also add to the difficulty of
service use, making applications seem endless. Mills, Compton, and Golden found that,
recertification periods calling for multiple periodic visits increased the chances of missed
appointments.63 A childcare subsidy study in Illinois found that longer redetermination periods
increased benefit retention by 18%.64

Transportation
Transportation is an enormous barrier to access for immigrants, especially those in rural
areas. In Perreira et al.’s study across the US, transportation issues were felt most harshly in rural
areas with poorly developed public transportation.65 Even with access to a car, not all immigrants
in the study could afford to pay for gas regularly, had sufficient literacy to complete a driver’s
test, or had the necessary documentation to get a driver’s license.66 Due to the expense and
difficulty of owning a car, many immigrants reported that they relied on friends and family for
transportation.67 However, without dependable transportation, immigrants were less able to
exercise control over their schedules, keep appointments with administrators, or meet the work
requirements for some programs.68 A study by Jimenez in 2019, found that transportation issues
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were felt most harshly by low-income families. Public transportation was not always reliable or
accessible for elderly, disabled, ill, or obese persons and “many people find themselves hungry
with no means of transportation to these distribution sites.”69 Prior to the pandemic, Vermont
required in-person interviews to qualify for 3 Squares and WIC benefits. Without access to a car,
the transportation options in rural Vermont are slim to none, severely limiting food access.

English Language
In a study by Vu et al. food insecurity was associated with English fluency, showing that
limited proficiency poses difficulties to navigating governmental and charitable food assistance
programs70 Aside from language barriers, immigrants from less developed countries tended to
have minimal formal schooling and limited literacy.71 Due to the complex nature of applications,
limited literacy can obscure the meaning of informational pamphlets and outreach.72 This leaves
limited literacy applicants to rely on secondhand interpretation which can create confusion and
distress among applicants if not written in plain language. As a result, eligible applicants may not
fully comprehend crucial certification requirements.73 Even with the use of plain language, some
immigrants lack literacy in their home languages as well as in English.74 Studies in Texas and
North Carolina have shown that the use of visual alerts and symbols can greatly ease the burdens
of illiterate applicants.75 Perreira et al. found that administrators and CBOs expressed an “urgent
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need” for more bilingual staff across all sites. Due to the low number of bilingual staff,
immigrant clients typically waited longer to be seen, demonstrating that limited literacy
applicants face additional time burdens in their application efforts.76

Misinformation
Misinformation has been cited as a key barrier to increasing immigrants’ future usage of
food assistance programs. In 2013, Salinas found that 24% of food bank clients stated that they
or others they know “do not understand that immigration status does not affect their ability to
enroll at the food bank.”77 While most public agencies and community organizations aim to
provide accurate information regarding citizenship, the Public Charge Rule, and benefit usage,
some employees “promoted misconceptions to discourage immigrants’ use of public
programs.”78 Especially surrounding non-citizen immigrants, these misconceptions were
promoted and exacerbated by immigration attorneys who advised clients “not to apply for
anything.”79 Such unnecessary cautions help to perpetuate the idea that nutritional benefits are
not intended for the immigrant population and have undermined state and CBO outreach
efforts.80
Straut-Eppsteiner conducted interviews with service providers, focusing on the
perception of the Trump administration’s Public Charge Rule before and after its
implementation. Her research uncovered the vast misinformation in immigrant communities
regarding the Public Charge Rule. The complexity and scope of the rule leaves both attorneys
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and service providers uniquely ill-equipped to advise immigrants, creating additional burdens for
providers working with immigrants.81 Service providers are neither attorneys nor immigration
experts and understanding the rule can be challenging. Even so, service providers feel obligated
to overcome misinformation, reassure clients, and encourage enrollment.82 Conversely, private
immigration attorneys tend to lack knowledge about eligibility for specific benefits and,
therefore, dissuade clients from using benefits they are eligible for.83 The Public Charge Rule’s
chilling effect may partially stem from the gap in knowledge and resources available to
immigrants. As a result, immigrant families are forced to navigate difficult opportunity costs
regarding citizenship and food insecurity, foregoing food assistance they qualify for out of fear
of a public charge determination.
In a study by Vesely et al., many mothers interviewed did not know that SNAP and WIC
programs were available to them, highlighting a knowledge gap that is more common among
immigrant families.84 In the study, many mothers not only lacked information, but had incorrect
information regarding government assistance, believing that government help was not available
to any immigrant categories.85 Program administrators have cited that word of mouth is the
primary way immigrants learn about services and may reduce immigrant enrollment by way of
misinformation.86
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Fears of Deportation
In a study conducted by Perreira et al. examining multiple states, fears of mistreatment
and deportation deterred immigrants from seeking public assistance in all studied locations.87
The US Department of Health and Human Services has discovered that despite federal guidance
not to do so, some agencies were requesting social security numbers from non-applicant parents
seeking benefits on behalf of their U.S.-citizen children.88 Vesely et al. found that fear of
interacting with government officials was “most palpable” for undocumented immigrants.89 This
fear of deportation persists among lawfully present immigrants because many live in mixedstatus families where another family member is undocumented.90
Perreira et al. found that the expansion of immigration surveillance partnerships between
local and federal officials has contributed to a general climate of fear and mistrust, causing some
immigrants to avoid all public programs and interactions with service providers.91 Public agency
and CBO staff reported that surveillance partnerships had increased hostilities between local law
enforcement and immigrant communities.92 They found that immigrants were inappropriately
asked for identification and experienced with anxiety following interactions with law
enforcement officials.93 Consequently, immigrants not only avoided seeking needed SNAP,
Medicaid, and TANF services, but also avoided leaving their homes, driving, reported fewer
crimes, and pulled their children out of school when enforcement was rumored in a community.94
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In Vermont, Migrant Justice discovered rampant racism at the Department of Motor Vehicles
where employees had routinely shared applicants’ information with immigration agents. Though
the American Civil Liberties Union has worked to stop most forms of collusion in Vermont, such
outright discrimination discourages immigrants from applying for a license or sharing personal
information.95
Immigration enforcement has been directly linked to a chilling effect, with one study
finding that local-level immigration enforcement is associated with a 10% increase in the food
insecurity risk of Mexican non-citizen households.96 Vargas and Pirog find that risk of
deportation is negatively associated with WIC uptake among mixed-status families.97 Vermont
may also be subject to these trends, especially with high profile ICE raids, such as the Days Inn
raid in Colchester in 2018.98

RESULTS
Though most of the service providers interviewed had been asked about the Public Charge
Rule by applicants, the majority were unfamiliar with or had not heard of the Public Charge
Rule. Such a stark contradiction reveals the strength of the chilling effect and its damage to
immigrant food provisioning. My conversations with state and local administrators, service
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providers, advocates, and volunteers identified several barriers to access that contribute to lower
benefit usage rates among immigrants, including: (1) Public Charge and citizenship confusion;
(2) administrative burden; (3) excessive information and complex applications; (4)
transportation; (5) deportation fears; (6) time; (7) language; and (8) misinformation. I discuss
each of these challenges and how they affect immigrants in Vermont.

PUBLIC CHARGE AND CITIZENSHIP CONFUSION
Figure 1

Figure 2

As demonstrated in Figures 1 and 2, the majority of nutritional providers I interviewed
had received questions surrounding the Public Charge Rule and about the applicant’s relationship
to US citizenship. These responses demonstrate that many applicants are uncertain about the
relationship between food assistance and the Public Charge Rule, as the Public Charge Rule only
formerly applied to 3 Squares applicants. These questions surrounding citizenship show that
applicants are fearful of using informal food assistance as well as federal programs. Because
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applicants are looking to administrators for guidance, there is a need for clear and accessible
information about Public Charge Rule eligibility criteria for both immigrants and administrators.
The official government document by USCIS that outlines the Public Charge Rule is so weighed
down by legal jargon, that many fluent English speakers find it extremely difficult to decipher.99
Aside from the legal document itself, it is difficult to find clear and consistent information
regarding the rule, citizenship, and benefit complications.

ADMINISTRATIVE BURDEN100
Figure 3

The majority of nutritional providers I interviewed were unfamiliar or only somewhat
familiar with the Public Charge Rule, making them ill-equipped to field concerns regarding the
rule and complicated relationships with US citizenship. The service providers I classified as
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“somewhat familiar” with the Public Charge Rule did not know which specific immigration
categories were affected by the rule. Service providers are often at the forefront of addressing
questions and misinformation relating to Public Charge and benefit eligibility.101 The changing
nature of citizenship qualifications and public charge eligibility places additional time burdens
on service providers who are often already overextended in their work.102
In Straut-Eppsteiner’s work and in my own interviews, a clear pattern emerges in which
CBO volunteers encourage immigrants to make use of benefits while immigration lawyers advise
caution against the complexity of program usage. Providers felt obligated to educate clients
about the rule and overcome the misinformation in the immigrant community. However, this
creates time and effort outside their scope of work, especially for those attempting to decipher
the rule without formal training in immigration law.103 While administrators at CBOs often
encourage participants to enroll, they are unable to accurately soothe immigrants’ fears regarding
Public Charge criteria. A Vermont legal aid lawyer named Alessandra clarified that this
encouragement did not extend to state programs where Public Charge fears are more real and
persistent. She said,
“At the state level, administrators are more cautious to help and enroll people
because there is so much confusion about some of those benefits.”
The complexity of the Public Charge Rule places additional burden on staff, which Alessandra
aptly noted as,
“Another layer of bureaucracy that is often times more harmful than helpful.”
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The inability of both state and local administrators to speak concretely on these effects deters
families from seeking the benefits they need.104
Of the nine service coordinators I spoke with, WIC (which has been identified as a
gateway program) and Hunger Free Vermont105 were the only interviewees well versed in the
complexity of the rule and who it affects. This was a sharp change from 3 Squares (the only
organization in my sample that was previously Public Charge admissible under Trump’s Public
Charge Rule) where there was a minimal understanding of the rule, its duration, and who it
affected.

EXCESSIVE INFORMATION AND COMPLEX APPLICATIONS

Figure 4

Asking for personal information has likely dissuaded immigrants from using formal and
informal nutritional programs. Because most providers are unaware of the Public Charge Rule
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(as shown in Table 3) they are unable to navigate immigrant fears surrounding information
required to apply. While many providers expressed a determination to “get food to those who
need it,” those unaware of the rule may have had difficulty navigating the application process
with immigrants. Susan expressed the difficulty she had faced while providing phone assistance
to applicants who demonstrated a reluctance to supply their own information. Prior to our
interview, the interviewee had not heard of the Public Charge Rule but had observed that many
applicants were cautious to give out any personal information. Susan lamented,
“Now I can see how this would deter immigrants because if somebody asks about
the requirements of receiving benefits and our workers say on the phone, ‘Yes you
need ID, you need an address, you need a Social Security card,’ and they won’t
know to tell the person on the other side of the line that they can still receive
assistance without those items. We just tell them what they need, and they might
be deterred because they don’t want to show those documents or anything.”
For programs requiring proof of income, Leslie who worked frequently with undocumented
immigrants said,
“They find it too much, too hard, and too complicated. The stress of sharing
information… It’s not worth their time.”
Many providers I spoke with displayed a willingness to subvert the application rules of
their organization to provide applicants with food. One provider suggested that those wary of
supplying their own information should use a fake name. She said,
“For the dinners, that’s very simple, all they have to do is put a name down. And,
honestly, they can make up a name. They just need to put a name for the plate.
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Salvation Army would probably still give them food, because if we have it, we're
going to give it out.”
To be serviced at CVOEO Foodbanks, clients are required to fill out a Statement of Eligibility to
Receive USDA Foods from The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP) which asks
clients to provide their name, number in household, and certify that they are income eligible106 to
receive food assistance (no documentation required). The form is available in English and
Spanish with translator assistance available if necessary. CVOEO also keeps track of its clients’
names and birthdays. Birthdates are not required on the TEFAP form but when clients come in to
pick up food, an employee or volunteer will ask what their birthday is to verify who they are and
store that information in a data base called Salesforce. However, one administrator noted that
when clients expressed apprehension surrounding information sharing, she encourages them to
use a fake name or birthday to assure they receive the food they need, regardless of security
concerns.
Proof of identity and income become stricter at WIC offices and 3Squares offices which
must operate under federal guidelines to receive government funding. At WIC, individuals can
sign an affidavit if they are unable to show proof of income or residency. Mary at WIC said,
“When you’re administering a federally funded program, there are rules. There’s
always going to be rules, and there has to be, but a part of the job of the
nutritionists in our office is to work within those rules to make sure that everyone
who needs it gets it.”
At WIC, proof of identity can include any of the following: Medicaid card, driver’s license,
hospital ID bracelet for your new baby, immunization record from any country, SSN,
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immigration record, passport, or foster care record. WIC works very closely with the U.S.
Committee for Refugees and Immigrants (USCRI) and Association of Africans Living in
Vermont (AALV) to support refugees and immigrants in Chittenden County.
3 Squares has the potential to be the most beneficial organization because it allows clients
to choose their own groceries (within limits)—a radical idea for food insecure households. This
is crucial for Vermont’s immigrants and the recent influx of Afghan refugees who may be
craving a meal that tastes like home. However, the 3 Squares application process is complex and
confusing. There are multiple questions regarding household size, citizenship, and requests to
report the citizenship status of all persons within the household. 3 Squares also requires that
applicants call and complete an interview to verify their need and identity.

MISINFORMATION107
To understand how misinformation around the Public Charge rule spreads, I spoke with
an attorney at Vermont Legal Aid named Alessandra who often fields complex questions
regarding citizenship and benefits. Most immigrants Alessandra speaks with gather information
from the news, word of mouth, friends, and family. This reliance on second-hand information
can perpetuate misconceptions about program eligibility, access, and personal data privacy,
creating more difficult questions for administrators to answer amid a gap in resources.108
Alessandra agreed that misinformation spreads easily through the community because the
language of these rules is so difficult, “especially for folks to who are English-learners to
understand and access.” Alessandra commented that public charge misinformation often
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originates in fear-inciting rhetoric and the continues to grow amid state agencies’ “lack of clear
information on benefit misinformation.”
As documented in Straut-Eppsteiner’s work, there is a clear disconnect between
administrators and legal aid advisors. Alessandra emphasized,
“State agencies aren’t particularly good at understanding how this rule intersects
with public benefits. This is also an issue in the legal field because it is so siloed
in the way that we deliver services.”
Immigration law is an extremely complicated area of practice, and because the legal system is so
bureaucratically divided, there is a lack of intersectional understanding of immigration law and
public benefit law. Alessandra emphasized that,
“Having a comprehensive understanding of both worlds is a really specialized
skill.”
At the state level, public administrators are unlikely to talk about public charge admissibility or
inadmissibility when they give advice to immigrants. Their lack of concrete answers about this
rule can make immigrants hesitant to take advantage of benefits, demonstrating a chilling effect
directly resulting from lacking information. Alessandra noted that at the state level
administrators are more cautious to enroll people because there is so much confusion about
benefits eligibility. Misinformation about which immigrant category the public charge rule
applies to has spread rapidly.
“It’s really a narrower set of circumstances than people talk about in the
community,”
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Alessandra commented. For example, many immigrants with refugee or asylee status, do not
need to consider the rule, but mistakenly believe that it applies to them. Alessandra expressed her
frustration saying,
“We want to incentivize housing, fuel help, and access to nutritional services that
immigrants are eligible for… so it’s heartbreaking to see that on top of the
administrative burden, there is so much misinformation that perpetuates… it’s
just another layer of bureaucracy that is often times more harmful than helpful.”
In addition to misinformation regarding the Public Charge Rule, there was complete lack
of online information regarding any food access in Addison County. While trying to interview in
Addison County I called four food pantries, all with disconnected or had incorrectly listed phone
numbers before I spoke with one service provider in the area—an 80-year-old woman operating
the Montgomery food pantry entirely on her own. Some organizations had Facebook pages or
google addresses, but upon further examination almost all of them were outdated and incorrectly
listed. This lack of resources in a rural area struck a hard contrast with Burlington’s slew of
CBOs.

DEPORTATION FEARS
One administrator I spoke with, Leslie, was familiar with the migrant farmworker
population in Addison and Grand Isle counties. Leslie highlighted the isolation experienced by
migrant farmworkers prohibited from leaving their workplace during the pandemic. Despite the
chaos of the early pandemic, some farm owners were determined to keep productivity high, and
to do so, barred employees from leaving the farm. Leslie explained to me that migrant dairy
farmworkers often live and work together, so if one tests positive for COVID-19, the entire
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workforce is quarantined and unable to work. Therefore, migrant farmworkers in Addison were
not permitted to leave the farm other than taking small trips to the local general store.
Undocumented employees also face high out of pocket medical expenses and were terrified to be
hospitalized due to COVID-19. Leslie commented that undocumented immigrants had expressed
frustration with programs that require proof of income. Because they are typically paid cash or
less than minimum wage, proof of income is difficult to provide. While some programs offer the
option for their employer to write a letter certifying their income, employers of undocumented
immigrants are unlikely to do so, as it puts their malpractice under scrutiny. If they do receive
paystubs, undocumented immigrants also tend to use false names, another issue of identification
when trying to access food benefits.
The most informal food access group I spoke with was Food Not Bombs. While the lack
of any application makes it extremely easy for immigrants to access food without fear of sharing
information, the organization is actively anti-police. According to the volunteer I spoke with, the
daily lunch tends to get “rowdy” and some of its daily attendees are openly prejudiced.
Ironically, such activity often causes the police to arrive, making the lunch an unsafe space for
undocumented immigrants. Some women have also expressed discomfort and fear to attend the
daily lunch due to the sexist and racist attitudes of its frequent attendees. The volunteer I spoke
with expressed frustration at the contradiction but firmly stated,
“If we set up some formal way to be serving the immigrant community… the work
is building the trust and food is a way to build trust… the problem is that it has to
be informal.”
A lawyer I spoke with at Vermont Legal Aid confirmed the duality of this contradiction,
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“Fear of working with the state, on top of this larger fear about immigration
status is something that’s a really big barrier for a lot of people.”

TRANSPORTATION
Table 5109

Agencies with bus access and delivery options are preferable to clients. As Mary from
WIC told me, even though the WIC office is on a bus line, it was extremely difficult for mothers
to get their children on a bus for an in-person interview and many clients prefer the flexibility of
phone interviews. While delivery services are preferred by citizens, non-citizens may experience
apprehension in sharing their home address. This, again, highlights the importance of trustbuilding in immigrant communities and building partnerships between organizations. I
interviewed one food distribution site with a pick-up only option, a small pantry in Montgomery.
The interview highlighted the lack of food programs and their accessibility outside of Chittenden
County. While the Burlington area has many options, delivery services, and is aided by several
bus lines, to be without food aid or transportation in rural areas of Vermont leaves a person with
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almost no options. Without a car, there is little access to any food aid. Another administrator
expressed frustration at her program’s lack of home delivery.
“I am going to all these delivery sites like whether it be a motel or not, and it's
very in the middle of nowhere. I'm not even like walking distance to a store. And
it's like, people ask me for a ride. Now, I'd love to give them a ride. But like, in my
contract, I can't as an employee of CVOEO. But yeah, transportation is a massive
issue.”
Because of issues with transportation, people without cars in rural areas are left to rely on nearby
general stores, even though they are more expensive and provide less variety.

TIME AND OVERLAP OF SERVICES
Throughout my interviews, I found that many organizations were providing the same
service at the same time rather than working to cover hourly gaps in food distribution. Many
organizations serve a hot dinner, while breakfasts and lunches can be hard to come by. Susan
commented,
“You know, we may serve dinner here, but we don’t serve breakfast and lunch
and people need to know where to find that as well. It would make it so much
easier for people if organizations in the community worked together.”
Aside from government programs, many food shelves are volunteer based and have limited hours
subject to change. I spoke with an 80-year-old woman named Anna, the sole volunteer running
the Montgomery Food Pantry. She said,
“I'm mainly the only one that does this. For my third Tuesdays of the month, I
have people that come to help me bring in the food. Because at 80 years old, I just
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cannot do that. I usually have between 16 and 19 families that come on the third
Tuesday of the month. And I think that's very, very good.”
Feeding Chittenden does a wonderful job of making their distribution accessible, despite relying
on volunteers. While they are only open from 10am-4pm Monday through Friday, one service
provider said,
“We operate by identifying different groups that can’t access Feeding Chittenden
during our hours and then we kind of work with them to devise solutions to get
them food. A lot of that tends to be deliveries to their household or to places
where they tend to go anyway.”
Both WIC and 3 Squares require interviews to access benefits. Due to the pandemic,
these interviews can now be scheduled via phone, but prior to the pandemic they were always in
person. WIC and 3 Squares offices have hours that directly conflict with anyone working a 9-5
job (WIC: 7:30am-4:45pm weekdays and 3 Squares: 8am-4pm weekdays). Furthermore, if
interviews revert to in-person only, it will be even more difficult and time consuming for
working applicants to receive benefits. Even with many offices’ transitions to online
appointments during the pandemic, not all applicants have easy access to a telephone or laptop. It
may still be difficult for applicants to ask for time away from their job to attend a virtual or in
person appointment.

LANGUAGE
Due to the technical and confusing nature of applications, translation materials are essential
to provide clarity to applicants. Mary from WIC stated,
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“I would say, 40% of our appointments today are utilizing interpreter services.
So, because our caseload of immigrants and refugees is so high, we don't have
specific training on how to talk about citizenship concerns in relation to benefits.
It's just part of our every day.”
The 3 Squares application has extremely advanced and complex language, also requiring
translation services. 3 Squares provides a telephone number that applicants can call and request
assistance in the following languages: Arabic, Bosnian, Burmese, Spanish, Somali, French,
Nepali, Vietnamese, Kirundi, and Swahili. The 3 Squares representative, Leah, assured me that
translators are there to make applicants feel comfortable and explain that applying for food aid,
“should not be a scary process.” At CVOEO, the TEFAP form is only found English & Spanish.
However, their employees assured me that CVOEO is working on an Arabic translation for
Afghan refugees. CVOEO has staff that assist in 7 different languages and can be made available
to help with translations. The CVOEO website is also available in 13 languages. Some
organizations such as Food Not Bombs, and the Montgomery Food Pantry did not have any
translation services onsite. In the case of Food Not Bombs, translation is not necessary as there is
no application.
A service coordinator at AgeWell named Beth drew my attention to the limited literacy of
older refugee populations they serviced. Chittenden County, and Burlington specifically, has a
large population of elderly Nepali refugees. Beth said,
“In the refugee camps, where they were before they came to the United States and
to Vermont, you know, some had been there 15 years in these terrible situations…
they didn't even know how to hold a pen. Most times the elders are illiterate in
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English, as well as their own language. So, written materials don’t necessarily
help because they can't read it.”
When the pandemic hit, Beth worried that her clients may be socially isolated, especially without
any ability to navigate the internet or meet virtually with friends and family. To combat this
sense of growing isolation, AgeWell held technology education sessions and even loaned chrome
books to some of the participants so they could practice their newly learned skills from home.

PUBLIC CHARGE RULE AND PANDEMIC OVERLAP
The overlap of the Public Charge Rule and the onset of the pandemic made it very
difficult for providers to discern changes in usage. The staggering food insecurity created by the
COVID-19 pandemic caused Vermont household food insecurity to rise by 22.9% from 2019 to
2022.110 This trend may have overshadowed the smaller number of non-citizen households who
were dissuaded from using nutritional benefits due to the Public Charge Rule, despite also
experiencing increased pandemic-related food insecurity. There was a full year between March
2020 (the onset of the Pandemic) and March 2021 where Vermont household food insecurity for
immigrants was 33% and 20% respectively.111 During this time, non-citizens were barred from
using SNAP benefits and, as my data shows, likely dissuaded from using accessing informal
nutritional benefits.

VT Digger, “Foodbank Board: As the Pandemic Continues, so Does Vermont’s Hunger Crisis,” VTDigger,
February 18, 2022, https://vtdigger.org/2022/02/18/foodbank-board-as-the-pandemic-continues-so-does-vermontshunger-crisis/.
111
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Table 6

Table 7

Many providers answered that they did not experience a decline in benefits distributed or
applications received between February of 2020 and March of 2021. However, the majority
reported that the Public Charge Rule may have deterred immigrants from using their services.
The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020 increased food insecurity for many
Vermonters and thus, increased nutritional program usage—making it very difficult for
providers to distinguish between the two trends.

DISCUSSION
NEED FOR EDUCATION
Misinformation, administrative burden, and application complexity are interconnected
and contribute to the onerous enrollment process. For example, applications that ask for
identification, address, and proof of income make it more difficult for administrators to serve
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immigrants while increasing fear and confusion for those applying. The spread of
misinformation coupled with the changing guidelines around Public Charge make it difficult for
service providers to gain any expertise in this field. Despite outreach efforts, it is challenging to
create a clear, concise memo that encompasses the complexity of this rule and who it affects.

Service Providers
Service providers are ill-equipped to field concerns regarding the Public Charge Rule
because there is no employee training provided and the rule is far too complex to interpret on one
one’s own. Because this rule is not a part of provider’s required employee training, any
knowledge about the rule would be from research on their own free time. I spoke with Mary at
WIC, who had extensive knowledge of the Public Charge Rule. Mary said that while there was
no formal employee training on the rule,
“Our caseload of immigrants and refugees is so high, we don't have specific
training on how to talk about citizenship concerns in relation to benefits. It's just
part of our every day.”
Even at an organization like WIC where 40% of appointments use interpreter services, there is
no formal training about the Public Charge Rule. It can be difficult to mandate employee training
at food shelves that rely on a volunteer network, but I was surprised to hear public agencies
lacked training as well. At 3 Squares, the agency directly affected by the Public Charge Rule, my
interviewee was unsure of the rule and had to consult her manual to be sure of its effects, unable
to explain the rule in plain language. She stated that 3 Squares relies on partner agencies to relay
Public Charge Information to non-citizens. While partner agencies may be more effective in
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explaining the rule to immigrants, many providers are nonetheless asked about the rule and thus,
could benefit from training.

Resources
When speaking with service providers who were familiar with the Public Charge Rule,
each person was excited to send me the resources they used to inform themselves or even show
clients. Despite my extensive research of the rule prior to the interview process, each interviewee
referred me to a different website or resource that clarified the rule. While this breadth and
variation of information is remarkable, the lack of one immigrant-facing platform for guidance
on the rule is frustrating for those trying to understand it. Rather than a plethora of resources, it
would be best if these were streamlined into one clear and concise website or pamphlet that both
immigrants and service providers could refer to.

Legal Advising
Legal aid and immigration lawyers tend to advise an overly cautious approach to
immigrant use of benefits, mainly due to very real fears of deportation expressed by their
clientele. However, for already food insecure immigrants, discouraging all benefit usage can be
detrimental to client’s health. I argue that immigration lawyers and legal aid advisors should be
informed on exactly which benefits are public charge eligible, and which are completely safe for
various categories of immigrants to use. By advising immigrants to avoid all benefits, lawyers
and advisors are creating additional burden for service providers who must be well-versed in the
rule to assure immigrant applicants that benefit usage is safe for them.
Alessandra, who works on outreach at Vermont Legal Aid, lamented,
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“Most advocacy works slowly on a case by cases basis… Systemic change takes
time.”
Education efforts must be streamlined and widespread, minimizing the discrepancies between
multiple information sources. By keeping providers and applicants educated with concise and
consistent messaging, misinformation and fear will be minimized.

NEED FOR COMMUNITY COLLABORATION
The unfortunate reality is that no one method of distribution works for every client. For
example, while some clients prefer the convenience of home delivery, others are fearful to share
their home addresses. Rather than having one pantry aim to cover all time slots, pickup, and
delivery options, it would be best for food pantries to collaborate with one another, covering
gaps in distribution, and focusing on their narrow area of distribution to better service the
community. Unfortunately, an effort such as this requires immense coordination and only works
in a city like Burlington with a surplus of CBOs.

CHILLING EFFECT
The chilling effect of the Public Charge Rule clearly extends to WIC and CBOs, not just
3 Squares, the program it was intended to affect. While I was unable to measure a change in
service usage while the Public Charge Rule was in effect, (due to the overlap of the pandemic
increasing food insecurity for all populations) the Public Charge Rule has inserted a new layer of
complexity into immigrant food access. This is demonstrated by vast number of interviewed
service providers who had been asked about the rule or about an applicant’s citizenship.
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WORKING WITHIN THEIR LIMITS
Throughout my interviews I encountered service providers who had not heard of the
Public Charge Rule but had encountered immigrant applicants who were hesitant to divulge
personal information on an application. When this happened, providers often told me they would
give out food anyway and even encourage applicants to use a fake name and birthday on their
forms. Service providers clearly demonstrated a commitment to the mission of their organization
(feeding people) rather than the stipulations within it.

A SYSTEM OF TRADEOFFS
When accessing nutritional benefits, it seems that immigrants are forced to make a choice
between stability and privacy. The more consistent and reliable services such as WIC and 3
Squares all require excessive applications and information sharing because of their federal
funding. Organizations such as CVOEO and the Salvation Army are much less formal, allowing
for some anonymity, but are not reliable as a consistent source of food. Immigrants should not be
forced to choose between privacy and nourishment.

UNDERSTANDING THE RULE
The Trump administration’s concept of the Public Charge Rule is specific and
unnecessary in the way that it criminalizes immigrants for their use of only certain welfare
programs. This distinction raises the question of what qualifies as welfare. Should immigrants
also stop driving on public roads and attending public schools? Should they be barred from
public libraries? The rule itself is contradictory, with a true goal of creating hysteria and
polarization around a narrative that does not exist. Immigrants use “welfare” at lower rates and
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lower portions than native born Americans.112 They contribute more to tax revenue than they will
ever receive in public benefits. Trump’s campaign to put Americans first is repetitive and
meaningless as a policy goal because immigrants are already being treated as second class
citizens.

CONCLUSION
My literature review and interview data has shown that the Trump administration’s
tightening of the Public Charge Rule has had a strong chilling effect, discouraging usage of 3
Squares and ineligible CBOs even after the rule was reverted to the 1999 Field Guidance.
I faced many obstacles while conducting my research. The overlap of the pandemic with the
Trump administration’s Public Charge Rule made it difficult to distinguish between the two
trends and isolate the chilling effect. Due to the limited number of interviews, I acknowledge that
this research does not speak to the experiences of all immigrants and is largely based on service
provider accounts. With more time, resources, and IRB approval, there is much work to be done
to assure that the concerns and voices of Vermont immigrants are heard. It is crucial that this
research expands to include those who have experienced the chilling effect firsthand. To lessen
immigrants’ barriers to access, efforts to educate service providers and community partners must
continue. Vermont nutritional services must ensure that misinformation and Public Charge fears
are quelled at the source by educating their distributors. Future research must continue to
examine the distinction between rural and urban food benefit usage and accessibility for
immigrants.
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Immigrants lack of use is not tied to one error of the public benefits system. The complex
relationship between changing immigration law and specific benefit usage makes it impossible
for immigrants to navigate the welfare system of an unfamiliar country. When this confusion is
combined with language barriers, transportation issues, time constraints, misinformation, and
onerous applications, benefits are inaccessible to immigrant usage. The current administration of
nutritional benefits at the state and federal level is extremely difficult for immigrants to use. The
current public system necessitates visibility and identification, forcing immigrants to give up
their security and anonymity for nutritional assistance. For many, food shortages are much
preferred to the potential of deportation. In the words of one service provider,
“Food is a way to build trust, but you know, this Public Charge Rule, which I
didn't know of, it's a way of eroding trust in this very vulnerable group.”
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APPENDIX

Pseudonyms And Their Organizations
Pseudonyms
Mary
Susan
Leslie
Anna
Alessandra
Jasmine
Leah
Beth

Organizations
WIC
Salvation Army
CVOEO
Montgomery Food Pantry
Vermont Legal Aid
CVOEO
3 Squares
Agewell
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Interview Questions:
1) Can I record this conversation?
2) Are you familiar with the Public Charge Rule?
3) How does your organization distribute food? (Applications, walk-ins, online process
etc.…)
4) Did you see a decline in benefit applications during between February 2019 and March
2021?
5) Do you think the pandemic influenced the volume of participants/applications received?
6) Did applicants ask you for advice relating to their immigration status?
7) Do you think the Public Charge Rule may have deterred immigrants applying for benefits
from your organization?
8) Have you received questions from applicants about the Public Charge Rule?
a. If so, where do you direct migrants to if they need Public Charge Rule guidance?
Is there a website you recommend? An organization?
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9) Have applicants expressed concerns about the information required to apply? (i.e.,
telephone, address, ID, email)
10) What are barriers immigrants face trying to access benefits from your organization?
a. Transportation
b. Deportation fears
c. Language barriers
d. Hours of operation/Time
e. Misinformation
11) Do you have any advice, recommendations, or insight to improve your organization and
its service to immigrants?
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